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Abstract: Russian invasion of Ukraine created a great geopolitical challenge to the world. It's not just 
disrupted the security and sovereignty of Ukraine but violated rule-based international order. At the same time, 
this war brought global economic, political, and security crises. Central Asia is considered one of the most 
important regions affected by the war between Russia and Ukraine. Because central Asia has deep historical, 
economic, political, security, and trade ties with Russia. So that any crisis and developments that happen in 
Russia will directly or indirectly affect Central Asian countries to various degrees. And the Russian-Ukraine 
war is not an exception to that. During the war, the price of oil and natural gas increased dramatically, and this 
brought huge economic benefits to energy exporting countries such as Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, and 
Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan which has some extent depend on remittance from Russia receiving 
formidable benefits. But Central Asian people have been very concerned about war-related increasing basic 
commodity prices and neighboring expansionist big powers getting worried about worsening future security 
environment. 


Key Words: Russia, Central Asia, Ukraine War, Great Power Competition. 
Introduction 


Central Asia is a geographically very large area encompassing the current five independent states and Chinese- 
controlled East Turkistan. This region is in the heart of the Euro-Asian continent and the central place of the 
ancient trading route. Historically this region is the homeland of the Turks. But in modern times this landlocked 
energy region became one of the center places of great power competition. As a result of this the demographic 
structures, cultures, linguistics, as well as political maps of the region, were shaped and changed by great 
power influence. Russia and China as dangerous neighboring great powers have been affecting every 
development of the region. 


After the collapse of the Soviet Union former republics in Central Asia became independent. But Moscow's 
influence remained strong and Russian leaders used to see this region as its backyard. Russian ambition to 
regain its historic status and the decision to invade Ukraine became a turning point for Russia and its influence 
in Central Asia. The Ukraine invasion exposed Russian evil ambition as well as its weakness to fulfill its goal. 
The attitude toward Russia as seeing a big brother and security guarantor is beginning to change. While the 
overall trade volumes between Russia and Central Asia are increased, these countries benefited from war- 
related increasing energy prices and money flow, but in the long run, it will have very consequential negative 
effects. The war weakened Russia and damaged its image. Russia's decreasing to secondary power and its 
increasing inability to safeguard its influence will become an opportunity for China to filing the gap. In the 
long run, if any geopolitical struggle will not occur or will fail between Beijing and American-led coalitions 
which can curb its global ambition, China very possibly becomes the dominant power in the whole region 
replacing Russia. Any attempt of Central Asian leaders to pursue short-term selfish interests and willingness 
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to become independent from Russia and diversify its cooperation from trade to defense may have accelerated 
this process. 


Political and Security Implications 


Both Russia and Ukraine were the members of Soviet Union like all independent Central Asian countries of 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. They have close historical and political 
ties with both Moscow and Kyiv. But the relations with Russia are very special compared with Ukraine. This 
is because of Moscow's very strong security, cultural, economic, and political influence on this region. 


Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine began on February 24, 2022, the countries in Central Asia failed to 
openly condemn Russia because of fear of irritating its strong neighbor. These countries’ geographic 
inaccessibility and heavily continued dependence on Moscow for export routes, security aid, and labor markets 
also make Central Asian states hesitant to condemn Putin's actions!!. While Central Asian countries did not 
openly oppose the Russian invasion and did not join global sanctions on Russia, they were all concerned about 
Russian aggression and the next move of its leaders. They all fear repeating Ukraine-like scenarios in their 
region. 


Central Asian states expressed their concerns in another way without irritating Russia. While they failed to 
condemn the Russian invasion, they didn't support Russian aggression against independent Ukraine. They are 
expressing respect for the territorial integrity and sovereignty of Ukraine and helped humanitarian assistance. 
They have not banned some anti-war demonstrations, allowed civil society groups to gather humanitarian 
support for Ukraine, and clamped down on local displays of the “Z” sign used by supporters of the war. These 
state leaders also echoed their assurance of Ukraine’s territorial integrity". 


The Russian invasion of Ukraine deteriorated images of Moscow in Central Asia. Before the invasion, Russia 
was considered the most favored and most reliable partner of the Central Asian states. But with the invasion 
of Ukraine, Russia turned itself from a key partner for Central Asian republics into a dangerous neighbor. Still, 
Russia remains one of the most favorable destinations for Central Asians, but more and more people in the 
region began to feel uncomfortable and change their attitudes about Russia. Because they fear seeing a living 
example in Ukraine caused by nationalist leaders’ ambition of restoring “Russian glory". 


The prolonged war in Ukraine exhausted Russia, exposed its weakness, and damaged the global image of 
Moscow. Its economy shrinking, globally isolated. Russian weakening negatively affects its presence in its 
backyard Central Asia. When Russia began to weaken Chinese influence in Central Asia is going to strengthen. 
In the *Belt Road Project" Russian isolation and sanction from the West forced China to find a new alternative 
trade route bypassing Russia. China's attention has moved to the trans-Caspian rail and transport route through 
Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey. Seeing the opportunities, Turkey — whose influence in Central 
Asia has been growing in recent years — announced it would be seeking membership in the SCOU!, Central 
Asian countries especially Kazakhstan which is sharing the longest border and possesses a large number of 
ethnic Russian populations began concerning Russia and leaned on China. The lack of mutual dialog between 
Russian and Kazakh leaders in Samarkand was an obvious comparison to the red-carpet reception given by 
Kazakh president Tokayev to China's President Xi Jinping during his state visit to the Kazakh capital on the 
eve of the SCO summit. 


Effects on Central Asian Economies 


The economic ties between Central Asian countries and Russia remain strong. Russia is considered a source 
of investment, commodities, and transit route for the landlocked region. Moscow also remains a source of jobs 
and income for millions of people in the region. The war in Ukraine has been directly impacting Central Asian 
countries’ economies both positively and negatively. The war caused rising commodity prices and inflations 
in the region as it happened in every corner of the globe. Peoples especially those with lower and middle 
income has been suffering the most from these negative developments. 
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Another volatile group that was affected the most is migrant workers. Since the war began, thousands of foreign 
companies were leaving Russia. Even some Russian businessmen and entrepreneurs were relocating outside 
of Russia. This led to increasing unemployment and a lack of accessing commodities. These also worsen 
inflation and increased the cost of living in Russia. soon, it may well have a surprise effect on some Central 
Asian countries which are still dependent much on cash remittances from Виѕѕіа?!. At present days Russia 
failed to create enough jobs for its people and its economy is shrinking. So Russia was forced to close the labor 
market for migrants. Since difficulty in getting jobs and soaring living costs, many Central Asian migrant 
workers had no other way but began to come back home. The worst scenario is home countries of migrant 
workers are also incapable to provide enough jobs and giving formidable salaries. That's why it would not be 
easy to overcome the crisis, especially for migrant workers and their families. 


The positive effect of the war is increasing energy prices, especially those exporting energy resources. 
Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan are benefiting from rising energy prices and increased income by higher prices 
and increased export volumes. Several republics in the region are getting benefits from Russian citizens 
looking to gain transnational expense as well as secure their foreign currency savings in Central Asia. Central 
Asian states are also benefiting from a huge number of Russian, Belarusians, and Ukrainians coming and 
building their business in the region. For example, Tashkent's special economic zones are becoming attractive 
destinations for them. 


While Russia is struggling with economic difficulty and the shrinking size of its economy, overall remittance 
is increasing in Central Asia. In the up-to-date EBRD report, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan as well as Uzbekistan still 
obtaining remittances from Moscow. The total amount of remittances coming to Uzbekistan in January-June 
2022 is about $6.5 billion, this number more than double compared to the pre-year same period!?), This 
phenomenon is not the increasing natural flow of remittance. But most of the migrant workers liquefied their 
assets and whole earnings accumulated then when they were forced to leave Russia brought back them with 
them. This temporary unnatural increase of flowing remittance into Central Asian states may signal a future 
decrease in natural remittance from Russia in the coming period. But, according to the World Bank predictions 
the flow of remittances is estimated to shrink by about 21% in Uzbekistan, 22% in Tajikistan, and 33% in 
Kyrgyzstan. 


The trading environment in Russia has been getting worse since the beginning of the Ukraine invasion and 
Western sanctions on Russia. So more and more Russian firms relocating outside of the Russian border. Central 
Asian countries are becoming one of the most attractive destinations for Russian companies. For example, 
around 500-800 Russian entities coming into Kazakhstan per month since March 2022, Over the first eight 
months this year, Kyrgyzstan registered 546 companies with stakeholders from Russia including $600 million 
into the Jerry gold field and Uzbekistan registered nearly 2,700 firms from Russia'?!, These figures are high 
above the prewar normal period. According to the EBRD’s latest reports, the Central Asia economy may grow 
4.396 in this year and 4.9% in the coming year. 


Effects on Bilateral Trade Relations 


Central Asian countries have very strong ties with former Soviet Republics such as Russia, Belarus, and 
Ukraine. Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine began Russia and Belarus faced economic sanctions over 
Ukraine's stance. The Central Asian states kept a neutral stance and tried to avoid the negative impacts of the 
war. Western countries especially, America repeatedly said they understand the difficulty and assist the Central 
Asia economy to a very possible extent limiting the adverse effect of international sanctions on the regional 
economy. But Central Asian countries among the list of "increased vigilance for potential Russian and 
Belarusian export control evasion attempts" which identified a group of 18 states as “common transshipment 
points" — China, Armenia, Georgia, Brazil, Israel, India, Turkey, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Nicaragua, South Africa, Taiwan, Singapore, Serbia, Uzbekistan, the United Arab Emirates, and Mexico), 
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Central Asian countries, like Dushanbe and Astana, are gaining formidable income via importing necessary 
goods including consumer electronics, home appliances, computers spare auto parts, and electrical and 
electronic components that Russian needs, and reselling them to Moscow!!!!, Since Russia faced international 
sanctions, it has had difficulty buying necessary equipment and spare parts, etc. from the global market. So, 
this becomes an opportunity for Central Asian countries to get some economic benefits via importing these 
commodities from China and elsewhere and re-exporting to Russia. But focusing on short-term interest may 
harm long-term strategic interest and if the trade continues with sanctioned Russian or Belarusian companies 
and help them to evade international sanctions, Central Asian countries might face international sanctions. 
There was an example of this one of the companies from Uzbekistan named Promcomplektlogistic, which was 
becoming the first Central Asian enterprise which was sanctioned for vigorously backing up the efforts of 
Radioavtomatika, a Russian business, to escape sanctions?! 


Moscow's collaboration with the five Central Asian republics is reasonable. Russia's trade with Central Asian 
states has increased twice and surpassed over 37 billion US dollars in the past five years. In the first half year 
of 2022, bilateral trade with Central Asia increased by another 16%. And about US$5 billion Russia is one of 
the leading investors in the Central Asian economies!?!. But in the long term, as the Russian economy shrinks 
due to the war and international sanctions, Russian economic and trade influence in Central Asia very possibly 
weaken. Contrary, Chinese influence is increasing, and Central Asia's searching alternative partners and trade 
routes, etc. will become an accelerating factor of this trend. 


Conclusion 


For over two hundred years Russia is the dominant political, economic, and security power in Central Asian 
states. But this phenomenon began to change after the end of the Soviet Union and accelerating since the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Russian dominance in Central Asian politics is very related to Russian military 
power and its security ties with the region. For many Central Asians, Russia was seen as a security guarantor 
in the region. But the invasion of Ukraine was to some extent changing the narrative and a lot of people in the 
regions began to be concerned about their own countries' security from dangerous neighbors. Russian military 
performers in Ukraine and the failure of its equipment in comparison to NATO armaments has caused security 
alarms in Central Asia which is equipped with Russian armaments. They began to be diversifying their arms 
supply and began to buy equipment from other countries such as China, Turkey, etc. 


Even today Russia has been one of the leading trading partners of Central Asian states and the main trading 
route of Central Asia's trade with the West. Nowadays, Central Asian countries are searching for ways to 
diversify their trade transit routes to the west and south, away from the traditional routes through Russia they 
are working with Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey to expand trade across the Caspian Sea and through the 
Caucasus to Turkey and Europe. In the South, they are working with Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India to open 
the southern corridor. The Russian invasion of Ukraine has weakened Russia economically, militarily, and 
financially. And the invasion also damaged its image in the international arena. This also weakened Russian 
positions in Central Asia in the long term. Russia is no longer a sole security partner, a political and economic 
hegemony in the region. 
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